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ISBN: 0-86569-308-0, $64.95 cloth.

Sound Science, Junk Policy strives to examine the process whereby sci-
ence is used or abused in public health and environmental policy. Its
central theme is that the link between science and policy is flawed not
because the science is bad but rather because science is inappropriately
used in decision making. Morrone and Lohner describe several prob-
lems, including decision makers’ failure to adequately recognize and/or
describe the magnitude of uncertainty in scientific endeavors. They also
argue that decision making is often not sufficiently transparent, nor
does it involve a rational process for priority setting. They imply that
these problems lead to distorted emphasis on minor problems and
obfuscation of the real problems. The authors express their disappoint-
ment tha, after a flurry of activity in the mid-1990s, the move to estab-
lish “comparative risk assessment” as a force in risk management and
risk assessment never caught on.

One of the recurring themes in Sound Science, Junk Policy is that
misuse of science in environmental decision making has led to the
imposition of unnecessary and costly regulations on American indus-
tries. This theme is in direct contrast to Devra Davis's When Smoke
Ran Like Water (reviewed in EHP 111:A58). Davis contends that public
and environmental health policies have suffered because science was
either ignored by public health officials or unduly criticized by industry,
thereby causing unnecessary disease and environmental degradation.

Sound Science, Junk Policy is structured around a series of case
examples. Many of them revolve around the notion that the U.S. EPA
has misused science in many of its regulations. Among many reasons
specified are undue influence by public health advocacy groups, inade-
quate involvement of scientists, and excessive application of the precau-
tionary principle. The case examples are somewhat uneven in their pre-
sentation: Some are objectively written, but other examples seem more a
lobby effort by industries such as the electric power companies. For
example, the authors argue for delaying new regulations on mercury
emissions from coal-fired power plants. On the other hand, the chapters
on drinking water contaminants and disease vectors are balanced, infor-
mative, and convincing. The chapter on food safety effectively captures
the debate on issues such as pesticide residues, food irradiation, and
genetically engineered crops. Likewise, the chapter on waste manage-
ment defines many of the issues to be decided, but it tends to minimize
the concerns of environmental advocacy groups. It also attempts to
undermine right-to-know initiatives such as the toxic release inventory.
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In general, this book creates the
impression that industry knows
how to use science in environ-
mental decision making but
that advocacy groups often
misuse science so as to influ-
ence regulatory agencies. For
example, the National Wildlife
Foundation is criticized for its
use of science in advocating for
reduced emissions from power
plants. Sound Science, Junk
Policy contends effectively that
the United States and other
developed countries do not
give enough attention to global
approaches for improving envi-
ronmental quality. For exam-
ple, the authors note that
underdeveloped countries have
severe water quality problems because of microbial contamination and
that many pollutants possess global transport capabilities.

Sound Science, Junk Policy argues that federal dominance (com-
mand and control) of environmental health regulations can lead to
excessive and costly requirements of industry. It also contends that regu-
latory resources should be focused on situations where known risks have
been identified (i.e., microbial contamination of water supplies) instead
of unknown risks such as pesticides. This point of view will undoubted-
ly be debated, as will other statements made in the book. Those who
feel that industry is burdened by unnecessary regulations will applaud
the book and quote it. Some who feel that industry has escaped neces-
sary regulations will likely argue that the book is misleading. In any
event, Sound Science, Junk Policy is a useful book because it does a good
job in articulating the difficulties in translating science into policy. It is
well referenced and the case examples present sufficient scientific and
regulatory detail for the reader who seeks more information on this
important and controversial topic.
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